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Acre, Kingdom of Jerusalem

1191 AD




The wind carried the smell of salt and smoke across the hills.

Sir Adrien de Villiers pulled his cloak tighter as he guided his horse along the narrow path overlooking the coastal plain. Far below, the encampments of the crusader armies burned like scattered constellations upon the earth—thousands of fires belonging to men who had crossed half the world to fight for a holy city.

The banners of many kingdoms fluttered in the darkness.

England. France. The Empire.

And the black cross of the Knights of the Hospital of Saint John.

Adrien’s gaze lingered on that last banner.

The Hospitallers had once been respected even among rival orders—warriors and healers alike. But tonight, the man they hunted wore that same black cross upon his cloak.

A traitor, they had said.

Or worse.

Ahead of him rode Sir Guillaume, a veteran knight whose scarred face looked almost carved from stone in the dim moonlight. Four other riders followed close behind, their armor muffled beneath travel cloaks.

They had ridden for two days through rocky hills and abandoned villages, following whispers and fragments of rumor.

A Hospitaller knight had fled the city.

Not alone.

And not empty-handed.

Guillaume raised a fist.

The riders halted.

“There,” he said quietly.
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